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Three years ago, the government of President Jose Sarney announced a long-term program to
distribute plots of land to more than 7 million peasant families by the year 2000, with 1.4 million of
the most needy peasants to benefit by 1989. Since then, the government program has foundered,
failing to reach even a fraction of its targets. Thus far, only 55,000 peasant families have received
land. At present, all but large uncultivated farms are safe from expropriation, and the scaled-
down target is for one million peasants to be settled by 1991. Such disappointing results are not
surprising, given the Brazilian rural elite's longstanding opposition to any measure which might
result in a loss of privilege, much less political power. That the vast majority of Brazilians who
work and live in the countryside lack sufficient resources to earn more than bare subsistence is not
subject to debate. Aside from statistics collected by official and private institutions demonstrating
the substandard nutrition, education, and housing prevailing in the Brazilian countryside, the
nation's agricultural land tenure and land use structures are among the most highly skewed in the
world. Official statistics indicate that in 1985, 52.9% of all property owners controlled only 2.6% of
Brazil's agricultural land in holdings of 10 ha. or less. On the other extreme, 50,115 property owners
(individuals and legal entities), comprising 0.84% of all property holders in Brazil, controlled 43.8%
of the nation's farmland in holdings ranging from 1,000 to several million hectares each. The land
tenure situation is exacerbated by prevailing patterns of land use. According to the government's
1985 cadastral survey, of a total 524.9 million hectares of arable land, only 237.4 million hectares were
actually under cultivation or otherwise exploited. The remaining 43%, or 188.467 million hectares
were simply neglected. The official estimate is likely conservative because of generous allowances
for land to lie fallow between plantings, and the government's tendency to rely more on landowners
than its own functionaries to monitor land use, among other agricultural activities. [Land tenure
and land use summary statistics from Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatistica, (IBGE), Anuario
Estatistico, 1986 (Brazil: IBGE, 1987).] Shortly after the Sarney administration's ambitious agrarian
distribution program was made public, large landowners formed the Rural Democratic Union
(UDR). In the past three years, the UDR has established a network of 250 regional offices, and claims
about 300,000 members. This radical rightwing organization has been linked to the upswing in
rural violence in the same period, and has been described by the Catholic Church, farm workers'
unions and certain sectors of the media as fascist and terrorist, among other things. The UDR's key
constituents are the large cattle interests and proprietors of huge, underutilized tracts of land in
the north and center-west regions. These areas are the sites of the worst rural violence. By 1987, the
Union carried its message directly to Brasilia, by holding a series of marches involving upwards
of 30,000 farmers through the capital. In October last year, Sarney issued a decree excluding all
but 2.6% of all farms (a total of 188,000 properties) from the land distribution program. The UDR
installed more than 500 influential members in Brasilia to lobby the Constitutional Assembly to
block moves by centrists and leftists to allow expropriation when farms lacked an ill-defined "social
function." When this was voted down, the UDR's version shielding all productive land generously
defined in favor of large landowners was adopted. This month, even as Sarney's government
continued to proclaim its commitment to agrarian reform, the UDR's position on the question was
written into Brazil's new Constitution. (Basic data from government publication cited above and
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New York Times, 05/29/88) [Available statistics indicate that numbers of rural murders and land
conflicts have increased since the military handed over the presidency to civilians in March 1985. In
1983, 315 rural land conflicts involved 38,507 families, compared to 634 conflicts in 1986, involving
118,481 families (estimated 594,448 individuals). According to an official survey of killings in 1986
performed by the Ministry of Agrarian Development and Reform/National Institute for Colonization
and Agrarian Reform (MIRAD/INCRA) , 75% of the 298 people murdered in the countryside that
year were rural workers, Indians or members of voluntary associations defending their interests.
Of these approximately 224 individuals, rural workers formed the absolute majority. The remaining
25% of the murder toll for 1986 were distributed among miners, hired guns (pistoleiros), police
and a few landowners (fazendeiros). Since Sarney came to power in 1985, large landowners have
been occupied with the formation of private rural militias. The "pistoleiros" and security agents
are often retired or active members of the Military Police. Private security companies have been
formed to assist owners of large tracts of land and of mining interests to harrass, push out and
murder rural workers. A firm called The Solution, based in Goiania (capital of Goias state), was
involved in massacre of squatters in the Juari Valley in northern Goias in February 1986. This firm
is associated with the UDR. Another such firm, based in Manaus (capital of the state of Amazonas),
called Sacopa, contains members who are active and retired military and police officers from states
in the Amazon region. Sacopa has been linked to violence against miners, priests and Indians in
the states of Amazonas and Para and in the territory of Roraima. The UN Commission for Human
Rights reported that from January 1985 to mid-1986, 386 people died in Brazilian land conflicts. The
Brazilian authorities are hardly conscientious about investigating such killings. In the last five years
the government has reported only 27 cases of human rights violations to the UN Commission. Of
these 27 cases, only one was ever resolved. Assassinations, torture and death threats are usually
selective, intended to eliminate or intimidate peasant and union leaders and their religious and
legal allies. For instance, in the first eight months of 1987 three union leaders, three lawyers, and
a religious figure were murdered. A priest was permanently blinded when he was shot in the face
on Aug. 27 in southern Goias state. Lists of individuals marked for death are released periodically.
A study published by MIRAD in December 1986 indicates that no rural worker is immune from
property loss, harrassment, private incarceration, torture and/or murder in the zones of land
conflict. Nor are family members, including pregnant women and small children. [Basic data from
Brazilian Institute for Social and Economic Analysis (IBASE), "A Ofensiva da Direita no Campo,"
preliminary draft (Rio de Janeiro: IBASE, January 1988); Coordenadoria de Conflitos Agrarios,
MIRAD, Conflitos de Terra, V. 7 (Brasilia: MIRAD, n.d. (probably early 1987); and, Coordenadoria
de Conflitos Agrarios, MIRAD, "Violencia contra Mulheres e Menores," Conflitos de Terra, V. 6
(Brasilia: MIRAD, December 1986).]]
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